
Performance Measurement & Program Evaluation: 
A Suite of Evaluative Insights 

One of the most frequently asked questions among new and even seasoned evaluators is “How are 
performance measurement and program evaluation related?” In this brief, we provide insights about 
the usefulness of these two inquiry methods and describe how they complement one another.  

Origins and Definitions 
Performance measurement 
• Is defined as “the ongoing monitoring and reporting of a program’s accomplishments and

progress, particularly towards its pre-established goals” (GAO, 2021, p.3).

• Has origins in public administration as part of the New Public Management movement in the
1990s (McDavid, Huse, Hawthorn, 2019).

• Answers the general line of questioning: “What occurred or what is occurring?”

• Was developed to inform performance management. By interpreting patterns in performance
measures, it was envisioned that program managers could adjust the existing strategy, if needed,
thereby improving the likelihood of accomplishing programmatic objectives and goals. Potential
adjustments include implementing strategic planning, budgeting, and personnel management
(Poister, Aristigueta, & Hall, 2015).

• Includes the calculation of key indicators from qualitative or quantitative data. Key performance
indicators, or KPIs, are calculated and reported with regular frequency—weekly, monthly,
quarterly, bi-annually, annually—depending on such things as information need and data
availability. To interpret results, the KPI is often compared to something else, such as a pre-
determined target or benchmark, another program’s performance, or past performance for the
same program.

Program evaluation 
• Has been defined in several ways. We adopt Patton’s definition (2008), given its emphasis on the

systematic nature of evaluation and making use of evaluative findings: “the systematic collection
of information about the activities, characteristics, and results of programs to make judgments
about the program, improve or further develop program effectiveness, inform decisions about
future programming, or increase understanding” (p. 39).

• Has multiple roots (Alkin, 2013) but primarily originates from the social sciences during the
1960s. Program evaluation was a response to calls for increased accountability for public
spending in the War on Poverty (Shadish, Cook, & Leviton, 1999).

• Answers the general line of questioning: “Why did it happen?” and “How did it happen?”

Complementarities 
Performance measurement and program evaluation can both inform decision making. However, these 
evaluative inquiry methods answer different questions. Performance measurement can provide high-level 
insights about what is occurring or how much of something is taking place. Program evaluation dives 
deeper into the quality of implementation and the degree and value of change, often by applying social 
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science research methodologies (Rossi, 
Lipsey, & Henry, 2019). Though they often 
compete for the same resources (Nielsen & 
Hunter, 2013), the two methods are 
complementary forms of evaluative inquiry 
and should not be used as substitutes for 
each other (McDavid et al., 2019). 

The Performance Management Cycle from 
McDavid et al. (2019), Figure 1.1., p. 9 

Performance measurement and program 
evaluation can interact to create a robust 
and comprehensive guidance system using 
these, and other, strategies: 

• Using tools of the program evaluation
trade, such as stakeholder identification and engagement techniques, logic modeling, and
measurement principles, to develop robust performance measures.

• Taking observations from performance measurement data to stimulate questions to examine
through program evaluation.

• Using performance measurement data to answer program evaluation questions.

• Monitoring unintended positive or negative effects of a program identified in an evaluation by
creating new outcome indicators and integrating them into ongoing tracking.

• Building the capacity to effectively engage in evaluation and make use of the insights it produces.
Incorporating program evaluation and performance measurement into an organization’s routine
operations can advance its capacity to commission, conduct, and use evaluation (Bourgeois,
2016). These routine operations can increase the extent to which stakeholders value evaluative
insights and have realistic expectations about the efforts these processes require.

Is the time right for performance measurement or program evaluation? 
• You might benefit from performance measurement if time is of the essence and there is a

regular, perhaps frequent, need for general insights about how much of something is happening,
when, and for whom. These insights may be useful for reporting to funders or for making minor
programmatic adjustments.

• Performance measurement can produce data that may be needed in future evaluations. If you are
not ready to develop an evaluation study about programmatic outcomes (e.g., due to a
program’s current level of maturity), you may want to consider establishing regular, ongoing
data collection about outcomes now. Having a system in place to collect high-quality outcome
data may enhance your ability to perform successful outcome evaluations in the future.

• It is likely time to consider engaging in program evaluation when many questions arise while
examining performance measurement patterns, and further analyses of the data are not able to
answer these questions.

• When priority evaluation questions relate to causation—in particular, the extent to which the
program, intervention, or other activity results in, or contributes to, changing outcomes—it is
time for program evaluation. Performance measurement can address questions related to
correlation but typically falls short in achieving the internal validity required to confidently
examine causality.

Note: Several resources explore the similarities and relationship between performance measurement and program evaluation. (See 
reference list.) We consulted the following sources extensively in developing this brief: Bourgeois (2016), McDavid et al. (2019), 
and Nielsen and Hunter (2013). 
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not represent the official stance of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 

Page 3

https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-21-404sp.pdf



Accessibility Report



		Filename: 

		CDC_LearnGrow_Brief_2021.06.16_508.pdf






		Report created by: 

		Hallimah Kamara


		Organization: 

		





 [Personal and organization information from the Preferences > Identity dialog.]


Summary


The checker found no problems in this document.



		Needs manual check: 2


		Passed manually: 0


		Failed manually: 0


		Skipped: 0


		Passed: 30


		Failed: 0





Detailed Report



		Document




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Accessibility permission flag		Passed		Accessibility permission flag must be set


		Image-only PDF		Passed		Document is not image-only PDF


		Tagged PDF		Passed		Document is tagged PDF


		Logical Reading Order		Needs manual check		Document structure provides a logical reading order


		Primary language		Passed		Text language is specified


		Title		Passed		Document title is showing in title bar


		Bookmarks		Passed		Bookmarks are present in large documents


		Color contrast		Needs manual check		Document has appropriate color contrast


		Page Content




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Tagged content		Passed		All page content is tagged


		Tagged annotations		Passed		All annotations are tagged


		Tab order		Passed		Tab order is consistent with structure order


		Character encoding		Passed		Reliable character encoding is provided


		Tagged multimedia		Passed		All multimedia objects are tagged


		Screen flicker		Passed		Page will not cause screen flicker


		Scripts		Passed		No inaccessible scripts


		Timed responses		Passed		Page does not require timed responses


		Navigation links		Passed		Navigation links are not repetitive


		Forms




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Tagged form fields		Passed		All form fields are tagged


		Field descriptions		Passed		All form fields have description


		Alternate Text




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Figures alternate text		Passed		Figures require alternate text


		Nested alternate text		Passed		Alternate text that will never be read


		Associated with content		Passed		Alternate text must be associated with some content


		Hides annotation		Passed		Alternate text should not hide annotation


		Other elements alternate text		Passed		Other elements that require alternate text


		Tables




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Rows		Passed		TR must be a child of Table, THead, TBody, or TFoot


		TH and TD		Passed		TH and TD must be children of TR


		Headers		Passed		Tables should have headers


		Regularity		Passed		Tables must contain the same number of columns in each row and rows in each column


		Summary		Passed		Tables must have a summary


		Lists




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		List items		Passed		LI must be a child of L


		Lbl and LBody		Passed		Lbl and LBody must be children of LI


		Headings




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Appropriate nesting		Passed		Appropriate nesting







Back to Top


